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In contrast to economic models and manager forecasts, we find that price promotions asymmetrically increase the willingness to try

new products. In field and online studies, price promotions only increased switching to a new coffee or toothpaste when all products

were free due to their asymmetric reductions of anticipated regret.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Getting consumers to try and adopt new products is one of the 

fundamental challenges of marketing. Once consumers are happy 
with what they have, anticipated regret becomes a major barrier to 
the trial and adoption of new, even much better things (e.g., Kahne-
man, Knetsch, and Thaler, 1991; Ritov and Baron, 1995; Simonson, 
1992). Once consumers find products they like, they anticipate regret 
forgoing what works for what may not, leading them to stick to the 
familiar and avoid the new. When deciding to try a new detergent or 
even a new way of preparing coffee, for instance, consumers worry 
that they may not like the new product and worry that they will feel 
regret for having forgone the chance to use or consume something 
they would have enjoyed for certain. 

We suggest that price promotions may reduce the barrier to trial 
incurred by anticipated regret, if a discount is applied to both familiar 
and new products. A few points merit clarification. First, while prior 
research has examined the pricing strategy for new products (e.g., 
Krishnan, Bass, and Jain, 1999), none of this work examined con-
sumers’ choices when they were offered a discount on both familiar 
and new products (e.g., “50% off any one regular price item”). Sec-
ond, different from previous research examining the pricing strategy 
for durable goods and innovation adoption, we focus on consumers’ 
daily purchase decisions, such as the beverage purchased at a coffee 
shop. 

In a pilot study, managers with an average of 6.4 years expe-
rience predicted the percentage of customers who would order an 
unfamiliar beverage at Starbucks, if the firm offered five levels of 
price promotion to any one beverage on the menu: 0% off, 33% off, 
50% off, 67% off, or 100% off. In line with common theories of pric-
ing and new product adoption, the results revealed that the managers 
predicted a linear uptake in trial of new products as the magnitude of 
price promotion increases. 

Contrary to these predictions, in five experiments, we find that 
price promotions have asymmetric effects on new product adoption. 
Moreover, we find that this effect is mediated by consumers’ antici-
pated feelings of regret toward negative outcomes. In a field experi-
ment in Boston, MA, we asked 300 Starbucks customers to name 
their usual order and a new beverage they considered trying. We then 
randomly assigned them to receive one of three price promotions for 
any one beverage ordered: 0% off (full price), 50% off, or 100% off 
(free). In the full price condition, the price of each beverage was its 
original price. In the 50% off condition, the price of each beverage 
was half of its original price. In the 100% off condition, the price of 
each beverage was $0. All participants then chose which beverage 
they would order: their usual beverage, the new beverage, or neither 
beverage. Results revealed no increase in choice share of new bever-
ages from the full price to 50% off promotion conditions. Only in the 
100% off condition was choice share of new beverages significantly 
higher in than the full price (and the 50% off) condition.

Our next four experiments tested the robustness and general-
izability of the effect with regard to different promotion levels and 
products, and tested our proposed mechanism in online vignettes. 
Experiment 2A (N = 400) examined the asymmetric price effect on 
new product trial for Starbucks beverages at four different price pro-
motion levels (full price, 33% off, 67% off, and 100% off). We found 

a significantly greater choice share for new beverages when bever-
ages were free, but no difference of choice share for new beverages 
between the full price condition, the 33% off condition and the 67% 
off condition. In Experiment 2B, participants (N = 300) choose be-
tween usual and unusual toothpastes from Target at one of three price 
promotion levels: 0% off, 50% off and 100% off. Again, choice share 
of new toothpaste was significantly greater only when all toothpastes 
were free. There was no difference in demand for new toothpaste 
between the full price and 50% off promotion conditions. 

In Experiment 3 (N = 298), participants indicated their usual 
Starbucks beverage order, a new beverage in which they were in-
terested, and made a choice of beverage after assignment to one of 
the three price promotion levels in Experiment 1. Participants then 
reported the extent to which anticipated feeling regret if they did not 
enjoy their chosen beverage. The results replicated those of Experi-
ment 1, such that choice share was only increased in the free promo-
tion condition, and was no greater in the 50% off condition than the 
full price condition. Moreover, we found that price promotions only 
reduced anticipated regret in the free promotion condition, and this 
difference in anticipated regret mediated (explained) the increase in 
demand for new beverages when all beverages were free.

In Experiment 4 (N = 300), we tested our process account with 
moderation. In addition to full and zero price conditions, we included 
a full price condition with a money-back-guarantee (MBG). If antici-
pated regret indeed underlies the resistance to choose a new bever-
age, offering a MBG should eliminate anticipated regret and moder-
ate the effect of the promotion on new product adoption. Consistent 
with our prediction, consumers in the 100% refund condition were 
significantly more likely to choose a new beverage than participants 
in the full price condition, and were just as likely to choose a new 
beverage as participants in the 100% off condition.

Taken together, findings from five experiments demonstrate an 
asymmetric effect of price promotions on new product trial. More 
important, we find that such consumer choice is driven by the asym-
metry of reduction in anticipated regret. The results elucidate an 
actionable and important way to align marketing strategy with con-
sumer psychology.   
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